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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to explore selected
undergraduate students' perceptions of whether and how gender
is related to athletic ability.
Two groups of students were
surveyed: some of the students were surveyed at the beginning
and some were surveyed at the end of their coeducational
physical activity courses in the Kinesiology Department at the
College of William and Mary.
The study is exploratory in nature and asks students to
report their attitudes toward men's and women's relative
capabilities in physical activity/sport, the relative respect
that men and women are given in sport, men's and women's
relative interest in sport, and the relationship between
gender and ability in the particular physical activity courses
they are taking.
T-tests and cross-tabulations are used to
determine differences in students' perceptions by gender,
structure of physical activity, and exposure to coeducational
physical activity.
The findings suggest that gender and structure of
physical activity are related to differences in perceptions of
men's and women's relative athletic abilities, but there are
no significant differences among students controlling for
exposure to coeducational physical activity.

TOWARD A MORE INCLUSIVE STRUCTURE OF SPORT:
IS PARTICIPATION IN COEDUCATIONAL PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES
RELATED TO PERCEPTIONS OF GENDER AND ATHLETIC ABILITY?

INTRODUCTION

This thesis focuses on the attitudes of undergraduate
students toward men's and women's athletic involvement and
ability in physical education classes at the College of
William and Mary.

Physical education classes in

universities tend to be coeducational, with men and women
sharing a sporting experience in a common environment.

It

is possible that students' attitudes may be related to their
experiences in these classes.

Because sport is an important

agent of gender socialization, and women's and men's
athletic experiences prior to college are often separate and
presented as different and unequal, studying

attitudes

toward women's and men's place in sport while participating
in a mixed sex setting may shed light on how these
experiences are related to perceptions.
Using a sample of students from seventeen physical
activity classes at the College of William and Mary, three
relationships will be examined:

[1] the relationship

between gender and students' perceptions of whether and how
gender affects athletic ability;

[2] the relationship

between participation in a mixed sex physical activity and
2
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students' perceptions of whether and how gender affects
athletic ability, and [3] the relationship between
participation in a competitive vs. a cooperative physical
activity and students' perceptions.

A questionnaire which

measures students' attitudes toward women's and men's
participation and ability in sport/physical activity will be
used to examine students' perceptions.
Why should we be concerned with the possible
relationship between gender, structure of physical activity,
and coeducational physical activities and students'
perceptions of athletic ability?

For several reasons.

First, sport has a considerable impact on many aspects of
American society.

For example, sport has been found to play

an important role in the formation of identity and social
relations, as well as influencing education, politics,
economics, art, and class and power relations
Daniels 1992).

(Sage 1984;

Second, I argue that sport is an effective

socialization agent for everyone— participants and non
participants alike.

It is the participants who are more

directly affected by the structure of sport, however, and in
turn influence those who are spectators or who are outside
the realm of sport.

Third, by exploring the connection

between coed physical activities, gender, and perceptions of
athletic ability, we may gain insight into possible ways of
increasing respect for and attention to female sport
participants.

CHAPTER 1
A FEMINIST ANALYSIS OF THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF SPORT IN THE UNITED STATES

Sport does not occur in a vacuum— it both influences
and is influenced by society at large.

Thus, it should not

come as a surprise that the sport structure has many of the
elements that are found in U.S. culture.

For example,

United States culture's patriarchal and capitalist values,
which emphasize competition and heterosexuality and promote
violence, are significant components of sport.

While these

are parts of the general culture, they are magnified within
the sport structure.

Although our culture is still male-

dominated, women have increasingly infiltrated and have had
an impact on nearly all sectors of society that were
formerly male domains
journalism).

(i.e., business, education, and

Despite the increasing number of female

participants, the structure of sport has changed very
little:

it continues to segregate male and female athletes,

place females at the margins of sport, masculinize female
athletes, and trivialize female participation.

While

competition, heterosexuality, and violence in sport are
4
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connected to the marginalization of female athletes, the
sport structure's emphasis on masculinity is the primary
phenomenon which affects gender and participation in sports.

SEX SEGREGATION IN SPORT
From a very young age, many male and female sport
activities are separated in the United States.

Although

segregation is most pronounced at the college and
professional levels, this separation of males' and females'
sports tends to begin at an early age, when there is little
(if any) difference between boys' and girls' size.

In these

circumstances, the separation of males and females creates a
false distinction in which one group is often considered not
only different, but inferior to the other.
male-dominated,

Because sport is

it is generally females who are defined as

inferior in physical activities.
To keep male domination in sport, it is necessary for
boys' and girls' athletic experiences to be separated.
Messner
teachers

(1992, 1) recalls that his elementary school
". . .by enforcing strict sex segregation on the

playground, protected our fragile male egos from the
humiliation that presumably would result from losing to a
girl.

. .Athletic girls such as our talented classmate were

rare: at best, they were marginalized and ignored; at worst,
they were ridiculed and dismissed as sexual deviants."

This
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observation emphasizes the fact that children are not
divided by their size, strength, or level of physical
ability, but rather by gender.
Thorne (198 6) notes that elementary school teachers
tend to separate boys and girls in many situations,
including physical activities.

This separation seems to

increase as children get older— Thorne (111) observed that
in a lunchroom setting, sex segregation was minimal among
the first grade tables and nearly complete among sixth
graders.

These arrangements tended to exist on the

playgrounds,

in physical activities, and in games as well.

While boys dominated the large areas set aside for team
sports, girls were found playing closer to the building,
climbing on monkey bars and
on the blacktop.

playing jumprope or hopscotch

A few games were sometimes coed— kickball,

four-square, dodgeball, and handball, but in many cases
teachers and aids tried to keep the boys and girls separate
in order to prevent "trouble" from occurring.

Those

students who tried to join in play with members of the other
sex were often discouraged by other children and adults
through teasing comments about romantic intentions or
suggestions that the child was a member of that sex group
(111-115).

By separating males and females in these ways,

the association between sport and masculinity is perpetuated
and rigid gender dichotomies are reinforced.
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Sport tends to be so closely associated with
masculinity that females and their experiences are
marginalized.

Although more females are involved in sports

than in the past, sport has changed very little to reflect
this.

Instead of being treated as equals in the structure

of sport, females have been regarded as intruders in an
environment that stresses masculinity, competition,
heterosexuality, and violence.

SPORT AS A CLASSROOM FOR MASCULINITY
From childhood on, sport is seen as an essential
socialization agent for males.

Sport is used to teach boys

to be men, and athleticism is equated with masculinity.
Nelson (1994, 2) asserts that even as children, everyone—
both male and female— is socialized to associate athletic
ability with masculinity, even if this connection is
challenged by young girls who outperform boys.
assumed to require

Sport is

(and promote) strength, toughness, and

aggressiveness, which are considered integral dimensions of
masculinity (Allison 1991, p. 49).

Males are assumed to

naturally possess these characteristics, but sport trains
boys how to use their "natural" strength and aggression.
The power, strength and achievement that are part of sport
are also associated with masculinity in U.S. culture.
Sport's emphasis on tough, aggressive masculinity and
the importance sport is given in the development of young
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males have caused some concern among scholars of sport and
gender in recent years.

Messner and Sabo (1994) suggest

that while participation in sports teaches boys masculinity,
the picture of masculinity is very narrow, creating
standards and expectations that few males can attain.

This

connection between sport and masculinity is not only harmful
to men— it is harmful to women.

Cahn (1994, 279) asserts

that the importance of sports in American culture makes it
an effective agent in the way gender relations and
expectations of masculinity and femininity are formed.
Because sport is typically associated with masculinity and
feminine qualities are thus marginalized,

sport serves as a

significant means of establishing and reinforcing gender
inequality and male domination (Theberge 1994, 189).
In studying Little League baseball as a center of male
youth culture, Fine (1987) discusses how boys' masculine
identities are formed through sport.

While many of their

experiences in Little League are positive, the all-male
culture teaches boys that they are superior to females—
physically and otherwise.
for example,

In one of the teams he studied,

Fine observed that when the coach felt the

boys were not doing their best, he told them they looked
like a girls' softball team (51).

This comment indicates a

disrespect for female athletes in particular, and females in
general— it implies that girls are not as capable as boys.
Speaking of females respectfully was discouraged— Fine notes
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that the preadolescent male peer group, especially
teammates, teased each other about getting too involved in
cross-sex relationships.

He reports that having a close

relationship with a female is perceived as "an equality in
power and commitment between the sexes," which counters the
male sex role (106).
By using sport as a vehicle for teaching boys
masculinity, the qualities which are associated with
athletic performance (i.e., strength, endurance, power) are
defined as the property of males and, by implication, not
for females.

Males who are not skilled in sport face

ridicule for being less than men, and women who are skilled
are often accused of being "man-like" and thus not really
women.

These accusations are simply one way in which female

athletes are presented as inferior.

Two other methods are

the perpetuation of gender stereotypes and the
trivialization of female athletes.

Gendered Stereotypes:

Contrary to Female Athleticism?

In setting up a narrow definition of masculinity, sport
sets up an oppositional set of characteristics that are
considered exclusive to and appropriate for females.

The

traits that have been considered ideal for women since the
early 1900s— submissiveness, grace, beauty, and passivity—
have not been altered significantly over the years (Allison
1991; Cahn 1994).

Sport requires strength, power, and
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action, traits which are incompatible with these feminine
traits.

This discrepancy between the ideal traits for women

and the qualities of sport is very apparent in the
literature on women's involvement in sport.
388) cites Hargreaves

Theberge (1987,

(1986) as suggesting that the

connection between sport and masculine identity necessarily
creates an opposing female subjectivity which is defined by
passivity, relative weakness, gentleness, and grace.

This

opposition of women and men regarding sports presents men as
the active participants while women are shown as supportive
but passive

(Theberge 1987, 388).

In fact, it can be argued that an appropriate and
acceptable role for women in the sport structure is the
supportive role.
male athletes

In this role, women are associated with

(i.e., mothers, girlfriends, cheerleaders) but

are not athletic themselves.

Messner (1988, 205) suggests

that when the (primarily male) media focus on female
athletes,

it is not their athletic performance that is

presented, but rather their appearance and physical
desirability to men or their traditional roles as wives and
mothers.

This negates women's athletic identity and

belittles their involvement in sports.
Women's athleticism tends to be downplayed even when
women are shown in more active roles.

Hall (1985, 36)

asserts that although women are becoming more involved in
sport and fitness, stereotypes of women have not changed
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significantly.

She argues that while women are becoming

more active, they are increasingly portrayed as bodyobjects, similar to the way in which they are objectified in
pornography.

This presentation of female athletes reaffirms

the expectation that women are objects to be viewed and
admired by males, and that this is the most important
function of females.

Duncan and Hasbrook (1988, 2) cite

Boutilier and San Giovanni's suggestion that because of this
expectation, many individual sports are considered more
acceptable for women than team sports.

Individual sports

such as golf, gymnastics, and swimming, for example, permit
women to fulfill the stereotype by staying glamorous,
graceful, and "nonsweaty."

Not only do these types of

sports promote female beauty, they support the idea that
"muscles, aggressiveness, and competitiveness are neither
feminine nor beautiful in a woman"

(Cahn 1994, 224-25).

This belief that athleticism and masculinity are
inextricably linked often leads to the conclusion that women
who are successful in athletics will ultimately become
masculinized.

The Masculinization of Women in Sport
Willis

(1994, 36) maintains that the assumed

masculinity of sport does not allow women to succeed
athletically on their own terms.
their ability to be women.

Instead, females forfeit

By doing well in sports, women
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raise suspicion because in some ways they have "become" men.
The practice of giving sex tests to female athletes
emphasizes this assumption— that women cannot be athletic
and still be "normal" women— if they succeed in sports, they
must be men (Willis 1994, 36).

Kane (1995, 208) asserts

that when women act aggressively or do well in sports, they
are often described as performing "just like a man."

This

reinforces the idea that athleticism is synonymous with
maleness, and that women cannot possess equal skills.

Kane

(1995, 2 08) argues that this back-handed attempt to
compliment women's skills reflects the exclusive structure
of sport— while women are supposedly being supported, they
are not being supported as females.
In childhood,

it is slightly more acceptable for

females to be athletically active.

They are often dubbed

"tomboys," but this label does not carry the same negative
connotations as terms that are applied to adult female
athletes.

Women who continue to be active in sports run a

great risk of being described as "mannish," and are not
considered "real" women, threats which have created a split
among women athletes

(Cahn 1994, 231).

Female athletes who

seem to retain their attractiveness, passivity, and appeal
to men tend to receive more praise and attention from the
media and the public than do more muscular women.
While males who have any effeminate characteristics or
mannerisms tend to be ridiculed in the realm of sport (for
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not meeting the "masculine ideal"), females who do not
display these traits are ridiculed.

As noted above,

strength, toughness, and power are considered necessary
attributes of the ideal athlete, and since these traits are
associated with males, the ideal athlete is— by definition—
male.

Women who develop these characteristics are viewed as

defying traditional gendered stereotypes.
embody ideal masculine characteristics,
they are "becoming" men.

Because they

it is assumed that

In order to downplay unacceptable

"masculine" characteristics which supposedly develop during
athletic activity,

female athletes and their promoters often

focus on their more feminine qualities— their appearance,
their affinity for domestic chores and child rearing, or
their sexual appeal

(Cahn 1994).

Emphasizing characteristics which are irrelevant to
one's athletic skill signifies a certain trivialization of
women's contributions to sport.

McCormack (1983, 57)

suggests that ". . .when men enter women's occupations, the
media masculinize the occupation; when women enter men's
occupations, the media masculine the women."

This

masculinization does not always occur, however.
instances,

In many

it is unnecessary to accuse women of

"mannishness," because their increasing involvement in
certain physical activities results in the "feminization" of
the activity, and the trivialization of women's efforts.
belittling women's athleticism and portraying "feminized"

By

sport as less important than more masculine sport, women's
athletic involvement is successfully trivialized and does
not pose a serious threat to the existing gender hierarchy
in sport.

The Trivialization and Feminization of Women in Sport
The influx of women into certain sports often results
in a type of "feminization"— the sport becomes associated
with women, and eventually becomes looked upon as less
important and challenging than "masculine" sports.

Bryson

(1994, 49) presents ice skating and gymnastics as two areas
of sport where women predominate and which are generally
considered different (and less) than the "real" sports,
which reflect male interests and abilities.

She asserts

that ballet dancing, another area of physical activity which
is predominantly made up of women,

is considered more of an

art form than an actual sport, even though it requires a
great deal of strength,
49).

skill, and endurance (Bryson 1994,

This description of ballet as more artistic than

athletic seems to apply to men as well, as male dancers are
not usually considered athletes.

Women's involvement in

gymnastics has been feminized through the emphasis placed on
youth and a petite body size.

Cahn (1994, 275) notes that

the females who are exalted in gymnastics tend to be ". .
.little girls noted for their 'tiny' bodies,
and coquettish demeanor."

'cute' looks,

These qualities do not suggest
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strength or ability, and thus make gymnastics into a less
than "real" sport.

Cahn (1994, 218) maintains that the

sports that are feminized tend to be those that focus on the
aesthetic side of athletics, not the competitive or powerful
side.
If female athletes are continually identified by their
gender and their appearance (as opposed to their athletic
skill/ability), they are less likely to be taken seriously.
Paul (1993, 27) asserts that since sports have always been
considered a male domain, they are only interpreted as
serious when boys and men are involved in them.

When women

are involved, on the other hand, the sport tends to be
considered more social, recreational, and leisurely.

This

separation and implied difference between male and female
sports prevents women from being viewed as equally capable
athletes.

The fact that female participation is assumed to

make a sport more "recreational11 indicates that only males
are capable of succeeding in serious, and thus, competitive,
sports.

COMPETITION IN SPORT
Competition is an established part of both sport and
capitalist culture as a whole.

This leads many promoters of

youth athletics (and others) to believe that sport is an
important experience— by exposing children to competition in
sport, they will be better prepared for the competition that
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they will face in the workforce later in life.

In both

sport and society at large, competition is often seen only
as a positive force that initiates progress.

Regarding this

progress in sport, Coakley (1982, 48) cites Wohl (1970) as
suggesting that competition in sport is directly connected
to achievement in individuals, and to increasing people's
physical abilities and potential.

Although Wohl believes

that all humans will benefit from competition, this
phenomenon is generally connected to men in particular.
Because of sport's competitive nature, women have often been
discouraged from participating.

Throughout the twentieth

century women have been warned that competitive athletic
activity is a threat to their "femininity," mental health,
ability to reproduce and raise children, and physical
attractiveness

(Allison 1991; Cahn 1994; Theberge 1991).

Therefore, the competitive aspect of sport reinforces the
construction of sport as a male domain.
While competition is often considered a healthy
learning experience,

in sport (especially professional)

often becomes extreme.

it

Vince Lombardi's now famous quote

"Winning isn't everything,

it's the only thing" sums up the

often prevailing attitude regarding sport.

This attitude is

most common at the professional level, but Messner (1992,
45) notes that it has spread throughout college and high
school sports, and can even be found in Little League
baseball and children's hockey.

In these circumstances, the
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competitive element of sport is viewed as a more negative
than positive learning experience.

Coakley (1982, 53), as

well as other sociologists, recognizes that competition in
sport has often been viewed as positive, but suggests that
competitiveness is no longer a necessary quality for
succeeding in life.

He asserts that currently, a person's

capacity to cooperate with others tends to be more important
than one's ability to compete in most sectors of society.
Severe competition is also viewed as contradictory to the
enjoyment of sport.

Coakley and Westkott (1984, 393) assert

that in many existing sports programs, the focus is on
outcome (winning) more than the actual process of the game.
This emphasis on winning not only affects the pleasure of
physical activity,

it can have detrimental effects on the

self-esteem of the participants.

Messner (1992, 34) asserts

that as boys learn that acceptance by others depends upon
being a "winner,"

they develop very narrow definitions of

success, which are based primarily on winning, not doing
one's best.

Messner (1992, 34) also suggests that

competition can destroy any camaraderie sport might provideby measuring one's success based on another's failure,
organized sport influences boys to view other boys as rivals
instead of friends.

Intimacy among male athletes is

discouraged not only by the competitive nature of sport,
however, but by the excessive homophobia in sport.
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HETEROSEXUALITY IN SPORT
Although heterosexuality and homophobia are parts of
U.S. culture,

in the sport structure these phenomena are

more pervasive and exaggerated.
teach masculinity,
"like men."

Because sport is used to

it is constructed to show boys how to act

Sabo (1994 a, 103) asserts that in socializing

boys, the sport structure condemns any characteristics that
could be considered even remotely feminine.

Males are

instructed to be independent, tough, and aggressive, and are
taught that homosexuality opposes masculinity.

Because of

this gender training, males internalize homophobia as an
integral part of masculinity.

Sabo (1994 a, 104) argues

that in some cases, homophobia is even used directly by
coaches as a motivational tool.

By teasing and/or accusing

team members of being homosexual

(and therefore,

effeminate), individuals may feel the need to push
themselves harder and thus demonstrate their toughness and
loyalty to the team and coach.

Fine (1987, 114) reports

that this tactic was occasionally used in boys' Little
League baseball teams.

He states that when boys wanted to

insult and express disapproval of their teammates, they
often used terms that implied homosexuality and called each
other "babies" or "girls."

These insults are used to convey

the idea that certain boys have fallen short of acceptable
male behavior, and are less mature than other males because
of their "effeminate" or female-like qualities.

Although
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participating in sport validates one's masculinity, not all
sports/physical activities are considered equally masculine.
Sabo (1994 a, 105) notes that sports that emphasize strategy
and subtlety instead of size, strength, and force
(traditionally masculine characteristics)

are often

considered effeminate, and the sexuality of their
participants is often questioned.

Homophobia is effectively

used as a threat to anyone who attempts to defy traditional
gender expectations

(Sabo 1994 a, 108).

Women as well as men are affected by the extreme
homophobia in sport.

Female athletes who are referred to as

"mannish" women are often simultaneously accused of being
lesbians.

Because United States culture is homophobic, the

label of lesbian stigmatizes female athletes.

The threat of

this stigma often serves to create divisions among women in
sport.

Already condemned as potentially "masculine," many

female athletes fear being further stigmatized as lesbians,
which restricts their involvement and activism in women's
sport, and discourages them from pushing for equal status in
the sport structure (Cahn 1994; Griffin 1993).

Many

athletes and physical educators for women go to great
lengths to remove the possibility of accusations of
lesbianism.

Unfortunately, most of these actions buy into

prevailing gender stereotypes (women as beautiful, modest,
wholesome,

"feminine," desiring men sexually), and thus do
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not change the perception of female athletes significantly
(Cahn 1994/ 57).
The separation of males and females in sport seems to
exacerbate the homophobia in sport.

If males and females

were engaged in coed physical activities, they might be more
likely to respect a wide range of qualities as "human," not
masculine or feminine.

The separation of male and female

sports sets up a dichotomy between the sexes, and encourages
the idea that because they are separate, they are different,
and one is necessarily superior to the other.

By allowing

males and females to participate in sport as peers, the
sexualization and objectification of women which is often
encouraged by all-male environments might be avoided, and
homophobia

(and the accompanying rigid definitions of

gender) might be lessened.

VIOLENCE IN SPORT
Although violence is pervasive in U.S. society as a
whole,

it is usually viewed as at least somewhat deviant and

unacceptable.

Within the structure of sport, however,

violence is generally considered "part of the game,"
especially in sports which require size, strength, and
force.

The culture of sport is used to socialize boys in

masculinity, and the most violent sports (i.e., football)
are considered most masculine.

Hence, males are taught that

violence is an integral part of being a man.

Messner and
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Sabo (1994, 72) assert that many male subcultures (including
athletic teams and fraternities) pass on violence as a
masculine norm, but because sport is so pervasive,

it has

one of the strongest influences in promoting violence.
Participating in violent sport conditions males to see
violence as a legitimate way of getting what they want not
only in sport, but in many other situations.

For example,

connections have been drawn between male participation in
violent sport and men's violence against women (Sabo 1994b;
Nelson 1994).

Messner (1992, 15) cites Bryson as suggesting

that violent sport reinforces male dominance by associating
". . .males and maleness with valued skills and the
sanctioned use of aggression,

force, and violence."

Because

violent sports are considered the most masculine, and sports
in general are associated with males, violent sports are
often considered more important and exciting than other
sports or physical activities.

If males and females were

raised from a young age in coed physical activities and
sports, they might be more likely to value a variety of
physical abilities, not just the capacity to commit
violence.
In sports at nearly all levels, the emphasis that is
placed on stereotypically male characteristics serves to
ignore female participation and thus keep sport a primarily
male domain.

The segregation of males and females creates a

distinction between their physical capabilities, and hides
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the fact that there are males and females whose abilities
overlap.

This segregation and its reinforcement of sport's

construction as a male domain are supported by the ways in
which women's athletic abilities are downplayed.

In order

to bring about a change in attitudes towards female
athleticism and capability, the aforementioned elements of
the sport structure must be changed.

Examining a feminist

alternative to the masculine structure of sport provides
insight into ways that these changes could be enacted.

A FEMINIST RECONSTRUCTION OF SPORT
To reconstruct the institution of sport into one that
assures women respect as athletes, change must occur in some
of the assumptions and traditional stereotypes that exist in
American society.

Cahn (1994, 279) maintains that for women

to make progress in athletics, certain definitions of
masculinity and femininity must change— skill, strength,
speed, physical dominance, and unrestrained use of space and
motion must be considered "human" qualities as opposed to
masculine ones.

Willis

(1994, 44) suggests that sport

should be used as a way of focusing on human similarity
instead of dissimilarity.

The existing sport structure

tends to create a false dichotomy between humans, presenting
women as inferior to and less capable than men (Willis 1994;
Kane 1995).
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Duquin (1993, 289) cites Nelson's

(1991) finding that

women tend to be drawn to sport and physical activities that
provide supportive environments.

The structure of sport as

a male domain emphasizes competition and does not encourage
support among participants.

Feminist scholars of sport do

not consider competition and support as mutually exclusive,
however.

Theberge (1987, 391) cites Birrell and Slatton

(1981) as asserting that there can be a feminist model of
competition in which one joins with his/her opponents "in a
mutually supportive and rewarding experience," one that does
not require domination in order to make the sport
worthwhile.

This model of sport places more emphasis on the

enjoyment of the game than on who wins and loses.
Even a supportive form of competition is not always
considered ideal for participants.

Nelson (1994, 51)

suggests that sport can be very beneficial to women and men
when it is not based primarily on competition and winning.
Through athletics, women and men can experience autonomy,
strength, community, and power.

Nelson (1994, 39) also

suggests that women's sports teams can provide a supportive
environment for women that is free from male criticism or
competition.
While there are many advantages to giving males and
females some separate experiences, providing primarily
separate experiences in sport and other physical activities
is ultimately detrimental to the way in which women and
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their physical abilities are perceived.

By separating

sports on the basis of sex, it is implied that males and
females are more different than similar in their physical
abilities, and that all men are more capable than all women
in sport.

Kane

(1995, 193) claims that although the public

is not presented with this reality, sport has become more of
a continuum than a binary.

She notes that the traditional

American sport structure depicts gender as an "oppositional
binary," where all women fall to one end of a
performance/ability spectrum, and all men fall to the other.
Since sport is constructed as a male domain,

it is men's

athletic successes that are recognized— not women's— so men
are portrayed as more powerful, capable, and athletic, while
women are assumed to be weak, gentle, and incapable of most
athletic activity.

Despite the media's

(and others')

neglect of women's accomplishments in sport, Kane (1995,
193) asserts that

". . .there exists today a sport

continuum in which many women routinely outperform many men,
and in some cases, women outperform most— if not all— men in
a variety of sports and physical skills/activities."
Separating male and female sport at all levels
disguises the continuum of male and female physical
abilities.

By keeping male and female sports divided, the

notion that there are more differences between men's and
women's physical abilities is perpetuated.

The segregation

of sport necessarily presents females as physically inferior

and less powerful than males.

Because of the pervasiveness

of sport in American culture,

females' perceived inferiority

in sport is likely to be perceived as reflecting inferiority
and powerlessness in other situations.
harmful to women's position in society.

This is ultimately
A possible way of

changing perceptions of females' athletic capability is by
providing opportunities for males and females to participate
in sports/physical activities as peers.

THE POSSIBILITY OF DESEGREGATING MALE AND FEMALE SPORTS
While replacing all segregated sports with coed ones
may be impractical, there are definitely some levels and
some types of sport which could become desegregated.

For

example, there is no need for children's sports to be
separated on the basis of sex.

Until a certain age,

differences between males' and females' size, strength, and
speed are very minimal,
is unnecessary;

so the sex-based division of sport

it simply supports the socially constructed

differences between boys and girls.

Thorne (1986, 119)

asserts that activities that are presented to children as
sex-segregated place more stress on cross-sex interactions
and emphasize gender boundaries.

Because children are often

separated on the basis of sex in classroom and playground
settings, different learning environments are created, and
boys and girls come to view gender differences as natural.
When adults organize coed classroom and physical activities,
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however, gender differences diminish, and cross-sex
interactions are much more relaxed (Thorne 1986, 119).
It is during childhood socialization that many of
children's gender identities and stereotypes are formed.

By

separating boys and girls and creating different
socialization experiences for them, sexist stereotypes are
created and perpetuated.

Providing more coed activities and

less (or no) sex-segregated activities for children would
stress the similarities— not the differences— between boys
and girls, and could prevent some sexist stereotypes from
developing.

Even at more advanced ages it would seem that

coed activities could break down some of the barriers
between males and females by challenging many of the learned
gendered stereotypes.

Messner (1992, 97) asserts that young

males' relationships with females are often created through
and affected by their relationships with their male
teammates.

This environment often establishes females as

sexualized objects and discourages intimacy and equality
between males and females.

If more sport experiences

included males and females as peers, these effects of sport
as a male subculture might be diminished. The separation of
male and female sports has created vast inequalities between
the respect,

funding, and media coverage that

female athletes are given.

male and

By providing more opportunities

for males and females to view each other as peers in
physical activity and sport, some of these inequalities may

be decreased.

Messner (1992, 160) suggests that there is

some evidence that the increasing number of females in sport
has caused many boys and men to change (sometimes radically)
their preconceptions of women's physical capabilities.

From

his study of males who were athletes, Messner (1992, 160)
found that "personally confronting the reality of female
athleticism has caused some boys and men to question what
sociologist Nancy Theberge has called 'the myth of female
frailty.'"

Messner

(1992, 164) asserts that individuals who

are exposed to female athleticism are often forced to alter
their beliefs of male/female difference.

He suggests that

these kinds of changes may also bring about more egalitarian
relationships between males and females.

DISCUSSION
Although women have been excluded from sport in many
ways, this exclusion seems to be due to the resistance to
change in a male domain more than an actual lack of physical
capability in women.

One of the myths of the structure

of

sport as a male domain is that women are naturally,
biologically inferior to men (in strength and size), and
thus cannot participate in athletics as men do.

Women's

athletic performances continue to show, however, that women
are not incapable of succeeding in sport.

Bryson (1994, 54)

points out that this myth of female incapability is
perpetuated through the media's failure to publicize women's
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achievements in sport which equal or surpass men's.

It

is a

little known fact, for example, that eight of the ten
fastest times for swimming the English Channel are held by
women.

This illustrates the selective way in which the

media trivialize and/or ignore women's participation in
sports.
Women have shown themselves to be capable of succeeding
in sport,

so it appears that it is the structure of sport as

a male domain that presents barriers to women's becoming
active participants— not women's physical inadequacies.
Because sport is such a pervasive area in United States
culture, this exclusion of women is significant in
determining how women are viewed in society.

For women to

be perceived as equally capable as men in society, the
structure of sport as a male domain must be challenged. One
way to change sport is through the construction of new
systems of sport that are more inclusive and value a number
of attributes for all people, not just those of a particular
gender.

Kane's

(1995) suggestion that sport/physical

activity be considered a continuum rather than an
oppositional binary (male v. female) stresses this point.
Viewing sport as a continuum means valuing and
respecting all types of physical activities— not just those
in which men (or people who are larger and more muscular)
excel.

Understanding sport as a continuum involves both men

and women realizing that sex/gender alone does not determine
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physical capability.

Presenting sport as a continuum allows

for the fact that there are more similarities than
differences between males and females.

Thus, this model

calls into question many of the gender stereotypes that are
perpetuated by viewing sport as a male, sex-segregated
domain.

To reach a stage where sport is considered in this

way will be difficult, however, unless the sport structure
is changed.

One way it could be changed to focus on sport

as a continuum is by providing more coed sports and physical
activities.

CHAPTER 2
THE CURRENT STUDY

Although the existing structure of sport is not
inclusive of women, the possibility of creating more
coeducational sports and other physical activities leaves
room for a structure that might allow women to be involved
and be respected in sport to the same degree as men.
establishing more physical activities

By

(including sports)

in

which women and men participate together,

a continuum of

sport could emerge.

be more obvious in

This continuum might

less traditional physical activities which are more
cooperative than competitive, but I believe that in most
coeducational physical activities a continuum may emerge
because males and females will be interacting and observing
each other in a common environment.
While the review of literature focused on sports, this
thesis concentrates on a broader variety of physical
activities.

While "sport" is a subset of

activity," I believe that this literature

"physical
is relevant to the

study of a wide range of physical activities.

Not all

physical activities are considered sports (due to a lack of
30
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formal organization and competition), but all sports are
physical activities, which makes sport an appropriate
structure to study the association between gender and
physical activity.

Many of the concerns regarding sports'

effect on gender are present in other physical activities,
although to a lesser extent.

For this reason, I wanted to

study a wide array of physical activities, some sports and
some not.
This thesis explores the connection between
participation in physical activities in a coeducational
environment and male and female participants' perceptions of
women's and men's physical abilities.

This relationship is

examined in a physical education setting that provides an
opportunity for women and men to take part in physical
activities together.

Such activities allow for the

possibility that male and female participants can see each
other as athletic peers, and perhaps break down gender
stereotypes.
While I believe that participation in coeducational
physical activity classes will provide a greater opportunity
for a continuum to emerge than sex-segregated physical
activities, students' perceptions may not change to reflect
this significantly.

Because of the short duration of the

classes (approximately three hours per week for one
semester), the possibility that this experience will have a
major influence on males' and females' overall perceptions
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of female athletic ability is slim.
college,

The students are in

so they have had at least seventeen years of

socialization by the media, their parents, teachers, and
peers regarding physical ability and gender.

This

socialization may have been reinforced by the individuals'
previous participation in any sports or other physical
activities, which were most likely single-sex.

While not

claiming that one semester of coeducational physical
activity would drastically change the perceptions that
result from years of socialization,

I propose that these

perceptions should be examined to see what affects a
coeducational environment has upon them.
I hypothesize that students' perceptions of female and
male athletic capability may change during their exposure to
coeducational,

semester-long physical activity classes.

I

believe that male students' perceptions may change more than
females' perceptions will, but females' perceptions may also
change.

I hypothesize that males' and females' perceptions

of women's and men's physical abilities may be more greatly
affected by participation in cooperative physical activities
rather than by competitive activities.

While participation

in any coeducational physical activities may change males'
and females' perceptions of women's athletic ability, I
believe that women and men who are involved in cooperative
physical activities will be more likely to see women and men
as equally capable of performing well in physical activities
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when compared with those men and women who are involved in
primarily competitive physical activities.

I suggest this

difference may emerge because of the wider variety of skills
that cooperative activities require as opposed to
competitive ones.

PROCEDURE
To explore the connection between participation in
coeducational physical activities and perceptions of women's
and men's physical ability, a survey of seventeen
Kinesiology physical activity classes was conducted.

Seven

classes were surveyed after the coeducational experience
(Fall 1995, post-exposure), and ten classes were surveyed
near the beginning of the coeducational experience (Spring
1996, pre-exposure).

The post-exposure group was made up of

four classes that were primarily competitive (tennis), and
three that were primarily cooperative (adventure games).

[I

define cooperative physical activities as those in which
communication, trust, and support among participants are
more important than competition and hierarchy.]

For the

pre-exposure group, five classes were primarily cooperative
(adventure games, rock climbing), two were competitive
(tennis, racquetball), and three were not necessarily one or
the other (weight training, white water canoeing).

A

questionnaire was given to each student in the selected
physical activity classes in an attempt to measure the

34
students' perceptions of women's and men's
involvement/interest in sports in general, and in the
physical activity in which they are currently involved.
There are slight differences between the questionnaires
which were given in the fall and spring semesters.
questionnaires,

In both

students are asked to identify their sex,

year in college, and major.

Both surveys also ask three

yes/no questions regarding the students' perceptions of the
connection between gender and sports in general, and two
questions ask students to self-report their own capabilities
in physical activities

(in the fall survey, they are asked

to rate themselves between 1 and 5, with 1 being very
active/capable,

and 5 being not at all active/capable; in

the spring survey, they are asked to rate their general
activity level on a scale of 1 to 8, with 1 being "avoid
walking or exertion," and 8 being "run over 10 miles per
week or spend over 3 hours per week in comparable physical
activity"

(Jackson et al. 1990, 289).

The fall survey also

asks students to self-report their level of enjoyment of the
activity and to assess four statements regarding their
perceptions of the connection between gender and performance
in the particular physical activity class they are taking
(two of these statements are used in the spring survey,
als o ) .

Respondents are asked to rate these statements on a

scale from one (strongly agree) to four (strongly disagree).
Three items ask students to rate the physical activity on
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its emphasis on skill vs. size/strength, whether one sex has
an advantage, and whether it is more competitive or
cooperative (the two latter items are used in the spring
survey, also).
Both the fall and spring questionnaires include two
open-ended items.

In the fall survey, one question

addresses whether participation in the current physical
activity class has affected the students' attitudes
regarding women's athletic abilities, and the other asks
students what structure of physical activity (cooperative or
competitive) provides more enjoyment and a better experience
for them.

In the spring survey, students are asked the

question regarding what structure of physical activity
(cooperative or competitive) they prefer, and they are asked
whether they prefer single-sex or coed physical activities
[See Appendix].

SAMPLE
Students who were enrolled in the Fall 1995 and Spring
1996 physical activity classes mentioned above make up the
sample.

I administered the surveys in class and collected

them as soon as they are completed.

In the fall, 146

students— 72 females and 74 males— were surveyed (71
students from Adventure Games, 75 from Tennis I ) .
spring,

In the

172 students— 93 females and 79 males— were surveyed

(80 students from Adventure Games, 16 students from Tennis
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I, 16 students from Racquetball I, 15 students from Rock
Climbing II, 11 students from White Water Canoeing II, and
3 4 students from Weight Training.

The total for both

semesters was 318 students— 165 females (51.89 percent) and
153 males (48.11 percent).

DATA ANALYSIS
The data generated by the survey are analyzed using
cross-tabulations and chi-square tests of significance, and
differences in means and t-tests of significance.

Cross

tabulations are used to show frequency of responses for the
items which have yes or no responses and bivariate tables
are used to show differences between means for items which
have ranked responses.
The independent variables for this study are:
gender of the respondents;
physical activity class; and

1)

2) exposure to a coeducational
3) type of physical activity

course (cooperative or competitive) the students took.

I

hypothesize that the gender of the respondents may be
related to their perceptions of the relationship between
gender and athletic ability.

I suggest that women will be

more likely than men to believe in equal athletic capability
regardless of gender, and to not buy into the masculine
construction of sport.

Exposure to coeducational physical

activities may be related to perceptions in that it forces
males and females to be confronted with a coeducational
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athletic environment— their experiences may challenge social
constructions of sport.

The structure of the physical

activity may be related to perceptions because one form
(competitive)

fosters hierarchy while the other form

(cooperative) promotes trust and communication.

The

dependent variables are the attitudes the respondents report
regarding gender and performance in physical activities.

POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE STUDY
This survey is significant because it will provide data
that address the question of whether coeducational physical
activity experiences foster different perceptions of women's
and men's athletic ability.

If I find that a coeducational

structure of physical activity is related to males' and
females' perceptions and breaks down stereotypes of women's
and men's physical capabilities, this could provide
motivation for experimenting with more coed sports and other
physical activities.

If I find that participating in

coeducational activities is related to college students'
perceptions,

it is reasonable to suggest that by providing

more coed sports and other physical activities for children
(who have not had the many years of gendered socialization
that college students have), the development of many of the
stereotypes regarding gender and physical activity (i.e.,
that athleticism is contradictory to femininity, that female
athletes somehow "become men," that females' athletic

efforts are trivial and less strenuous than males') may be
postponed if not averted.

Because of the pervasiveness of

sport in our culture, breaking down stereotypes of gender
and physical capability may affect the way women and men are
perceived in other sectors of society as well.

CHAPTER 3
FINDINGS

ATTITUDES TOWARD GENDER AND ATHLETIC ABILITY/INTEREST
Attitudes Controlled by Gender
The data presented in Tables One through Four lay out
student perceptions of whether gender affects athletic
ability/interest controlled by gender.

Table I shows

students' responses to the question "Do you think men and
women are equally capable of participating in physical
activities/sports?"

Although both males and females are

likely to believe that men and women are equally capable of
participating in physical activities/sports
90.9%, respectively),

(73.7% and

female students are significantly more

likely than male students

(p=.01) to have this perception.

The difference between female and male responses may be due
to the amount of exposure to female athleticism.

Although

males are exposed to female athleticism in their physical
activity classes, females' greater contact with women in
sport

(i.e., through their own participation on single-sex

sports teams) may influence their perceptions.

These

experiences may teach women that women and men have more
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TA B LE I

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions of Equal Capability Between Women
and Men in Physical Activities/Sports by Gender

WOMEN
YES

15

TOTAL

TOTAL

(90.9%)

112

(73.7%)

261
(82.6%)

(9.1%)

40

(26.3%)

55
(17.4%)

149

NO

M EN

N=164

(100%)

N=152

N=316
(100%)

(100%)

Differences are significant at the .01 level (Chi-square test o f significance)

TABLE II
Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions o f Equal Respect Given to Men and
Women in Sports by Gender

WOMEN
YES
NO
TOTAL

MEN

25

(15.2%)

14

139

(84.8%)

138

N=T64

(100%)

TOTAL

(9.2%)

39
(12.3%)

(90.8%)

277
(87.7%)

N=152

(100%)

Differences are not significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

N = 316
(100%)
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similar and overlapping, rather than completely different,
skills.

On the other hand, most men have primarily been

involved in all-male sports, which tend to promote sexist
attitudes about men's and women's relative abilities.

This

difference between men's and women's experiences may account
for the fact that while nearly all the women believe that
men and women are equally capable of participation in
sports, a little less than three-quarters of the men hold
similar beliefs.
Table II presents students' responses to the item "In
general, are men and women equally respected in physical
activities/sports?"
answer "no"

Both women and men were likely to

(84.8% and 90.8%, respectively).

The difference

between these responses is not significant, but the
implications of this finding are not clear.

One explanation

is that these findings support the idea that sport is
created and perceived (by all) as a male domain which does
not respect and/or recognize females' participation to the
same extent that it does males'.

Because the question does

not explicitly ask who is not being treated fairly, however,
it is not completely clear what the students' reasoning
behind these responses is.
Table III reveals students' responses to the item "Are
sports equally important to women and men?"

Neither women

nor men came to any clear opinion on this item— 50.9% of
women and 45% of men answered "yes", while 49.1% of women

TA B LE I I I

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions o f Equal Importance o f Sports to
Women and Men by Gender

WOMEN
YES
NO
TOTAL

TOTAL

M EN

84

(50.9%)

67

(45%)

151
(48.1%)

81

(49.1%)

82

(55%)

163
(51.9%)

N=165

(100%)

N=149

(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

N =314
(100%)
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and 55% of men answered "no.”

This difference is not

significant, which indicates that there is no consensus or
dominant perception regarding the level of women's and men's
interest in sports.

This confusion may be due to the fact

that an increasing number of females are involved in sports
at some level, but it is unknown if their interest in sports
has mirrored their involvement.
When asked to rate their level of ability in the
particular physical activity class they were taking (Table
IV, Item 1), both males and females were likely to rate
themselves as capable (Means are 1.784 and 2.194,
respectively).

Males, however, were significantly more

likely than females

(p=.001) to rate themselves as more than

capable in their particular activity classes.

This

difference may indicate the degree to which both males and
females have internalized the idea that sport is a male
realm and that males are generally more encouraged than
females to be athletically active.

Thus, it seems logical

that males would have more confidence about their physical
abilities than females.
Both males and females strongly agreed with the
statement "Women and men are equally encouraged by the
instructor in this course/physical activity"

(Table IV, Item

2: Means are 1.144 and 1.182, respectively).

The fact that

gender creates no significant difference indicates that
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everyone feels that their instructors are fair in their
attention to both males and females.
Both m&les and females agree that men and women perform
equally well in their particular physical activity course
(Table IV, Item 3: Means are 2.086 and 1.824, respectively).
Females, however, are significantly more likely than males
(p=.01) to strongly agree with this assessment.

This

difference parallels the difference between males' and
females' perceptions of men's and women's capability in
physical activities in general.

A possible explanation for

this difference is that while males and females are both
socialized to believe that males' physical abilities are
superior,

females may have more opportunities to witness

female athleticism than do males, and thus have a larger
basis for forming perceptions of females' athletic
capabilities and resisting the masculine construction of
s port.
When asked to rate men's and women's relative advantage
in their particular physical activity class, both males and
females rated men as having a slight advantage (Table IV,
Item 4: Mean scores are 2.359 and 2.527, respectively).
The lack of a significant difference between male and female
means seems to reflect the pervasiveness of physical
activity/sport as a male domain; both males and females may
have internalized the idea that participation in physical

TA B LE IV

Perceptions o f Whether Gender Affects Athletic Ability/Interest
Controlled by Gender

MEAN SCORE
PERCEPTIONS

WOMEN
(N=165)

MEN
(N=153)

SIG.

1. How would you rate your ability in this
particular physical activity?

2.194

1.784

.001

2. Women and men are equally encouraged
by the instructor in this course/physical
activity.

1.182

1.144

NS

3. Men and women perform equally well in
this physical activity.

1.824

2.086

.01

4. Rate men’s and women’s relative
advantage in this activity.

2.527

2.359

NS

#1:
Capability levels l=very capable to 5=not capable at all
#2-3: Agreement levels l=strong agreement to 4=strong disagreement
#4:
Advantage levels l=men have a clear advantage to 5=women have a clear
advantage
NS=difference(s) is (are) not statistically significant (T-tests)
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activities is more "natural" for males than for females, so
males must have an advantage.
There appears to be an overlying theme to the mix of
significant and non-significant differences between male and
female responses.

While there are not significant

differences in Tables II, and III, and Items 2 and 4 in
Table IV, there are significant differences in Table I and
Items 1 and 3 in Table IV.

The first group of items refers

to what I call the structure of opportunity within
sport/physical activity, while the second group refers to
men's and women's relative abilities.

Thus, men and women

seem to perceive the structure of opportunity for males and
females in the same way, but disagree about men's and
women's relative abilities.

To put it simply, women have

more confidence in women's athletic abilities than do men.

Attitudes Controlled bv Structure of Physical Activity
Tables Five through Eight reveal perceptions as they
are differentiated by competitive and cooperative physical
activity classes.

Table V shows that students in both

competitive and cooperative classes agree that men and women
are equally capable of participating in physical activities/
sports

(78.1% and 84.3%, respectively).

The lack of a

significant difference suggests that students' perceptions
of women's and men's overall abilities are not affected by

TA B LE V

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions o f Equal Capability Between Women
and Men in Physical Activities/Sports by Structure o f Physical Activity

COMPETITIVE
YES
NO
TOTAL

COOPERATIVE

TOTAL

82

(78.1%)

140

(84.3%)

222
(81.9%)

23

(21.9%)

26

(15.7%)

49
(18.1%)

N=105

(100%)

N=166

(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

N=271
(100%)
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the structure of the physical activity in which they are
involved.
Table VI presents students' responses to the item "In
general, are men and women equally respected in physical
activities/sports?"

Students from both competitive and

cooperative classes believe that this is not the case (88.6%
and 89.2%, respectively).

There is no significant

difference between these means— the type of physical
activity does not seem to influence the students'
perceptions of how men and women are regarded within the
realm of physical activity.

As noted in the last section,

why students believe men and women are not equally respected
is unknown.

A possible explanation is that the masculine

construction of sport is so pervasive in U.S. culture that
neither the structure of physical activity nor gender
significantly influences how men's and women's roles in
sport are perceived.
Table VII shows that students from both competitive and
cooperative classes are torn between "yes" and "no" when
asked "Are sports equally important to women and men?"

In

competitive classes, 4 6.2% of students answered "yes," while
47% of students in cooperative classes did.

This

uncertainty may be explained by the idea presented in the
last section— while a growing number of women are involved
in sports,

it is unknown whether they are becoming

TA B LE V I

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions of Equal Respect Given to Men and Women in
Physical Activities/Sports by Structure o f Physical Activity

COMPETITIVE
YES
NO
TOTAL

COOPERATIVE

TOTAL

12

(11.4%)

18

(10.8%)

30
(11.1%)

93

(88.6%)

148

(89.2%)

241
(88.9%)

N=105

(100%)

N=166

N=271
(100%)

(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

TABLE VII

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions of Equal Importance o f Sports to Women
and Men by Structure o f Physical Activity

COMPETITIVE
YES
NO
TOTAL

COOPERATIVE

TOTAL

49

(46.2%)

77

(47%)

126
(46.7%)

57

(53.8%)

87

(53%)

144
(53.3%)

N=106

(100%)

N=164

(100%)

N=270
(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test of significance)
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interested in sports to the same extent that men are assumed
to be.
While students from both competitive and cooperative
classes rated themselves as capable in their particular
physical activity classes (Table VIII, Item 1: Means are
2.355 and 1.735, respectively), students in cooperative
classes were significantly more likely than students in
competitive classes
than capable."

(p=.001) to rate themselves as "more

This difference may exist because of the

wider variety of skills upon which cooperative courses tend
to draw.

Competitive physical activities tend to involve

hierarchy, which divides students into winners and losers,
while cooperative physical activities do not divide students
in such ways.

Cooperative classes allow the opportunity to

participate in an activity where one's performance is not
judged against others', thereby producing more confidence
about abilities.
Students from both competitive and cooperative classes
strongly agree with the statement "Men and women are equally
encouraged by the instructor in this course/physical
activity"

(Table VIII, Item 2: Means are 1.290 and 1.084,

respectively).

Students from cooperative classes, however,

are significantly more likely than students from competitive
classes

(p=.001) to strongly agree.

This may be due to the

fact that cooperative physical activities tend to value a
variety of skills (i.e., flexibility, agility, and

TA B LE V II I

Perceptions o f Whether Gender Affects Athletic Ability
Controlled by Structure o f Physical Activity

M EAN SCORE
PERCEPTIONS

COMPETIT.
(N=107)

COOPER.
(N=166)

SIG.

1. How would you rate your ability in this
particular physical activity?

2.355

1.735

.001

2. Men and women are equally encouraged
by the instructor in this course/physical
activity.

1.290

1.084

.001

3. Men and women perform equally well in
this physical activity.

2.252

1.703

.001

4. Rate men’s and women’s relative
advantage in this activity.

2.318

2.596

.001

#1:
Capability levels l=very capable to 5=not capable at all
#2-3: Agreement levels l=strong agreement to 4=strong disagreement
#4:
Advantage levels l=men have a clear advantage to 5=women have a clear
advantage
NS=difference(s) is (are) not statistically significant (T-tests)
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communication), while many competitive physical activities
tend to require primarily strength, speed, and size.

While

competitive courses may tend to favor skills that are
typically associated with males, cooperative courses tend to
use skills that are associated with both males and females.
Thus,

it may be perceived that instructors are more

encouraging of both men and women in cooperative classes
than they are in competitive classes.

Students from

both competitive and cooperative classes agree that men and
women perform equally well in their particular physical
activity classes

(Table VIII, Item 3: Means are 2.252 and

1.7 03, respectively).
however,

Students in cooperative classes,

are significantly more likely than students in

competitive classes (p=.001) to strongly agree.

This

difference may be due to the wider variety of skills which
are used in cooperative physical activities and are not
typically connected to a particular gender.

By using skills

that are not considered the property of males alone, these
activities are more likely to present males and females as
more equal participants when compared with competitive
physical activities.
While students from both competitive and cooperative
classes believe that men have a slight advantage in their
particular physical activities

(Table VIII, Item 4: Means

are 2.318 and 2.596, respectively), students in cooperative
classes are significantly more likely than students in
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competitive classes (p=.001) to believe that neither sex has
an advantage in the activity.

This finding parallels the

fact that students in cooperative classes are more likely to
believe that men and women perform equally well in their
physical activity.

A possible explanation for this

difference regarding men's and women's relative advantage is
that discussed above— because of the wider variety of
abilities that are

used in cooperative activities,

itis

likely that neither sex will have a perceived advantage in
these classes.

There is an interesting clustering of

significant and non-significant items controlled by
structure of physical activity.

The items referring to the

structure of sports in general (Tables V, VI, and VII)
showed no significant difference between the competitive and
cooperative groups' responses.

The items referring to the

structure of the particular physical activity course
students were taking (Table VIII, Items 1-4), however, did
show significant differences between the two groups.

This

suggests that while the structure of the activity one
chooses to be involved in is not significantly related to
perceptions of the

sports structure as a whole,

related to how one

perceives men's and women's abilities

within the activity.

it is
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Attitudes Controlled by Exposure
Tables Nine through Twelve present differences in
responses of students who were surveyed at the beginning of
the semester (pre-exposure)
(post-exposure).

and at the end of the semester

No significant differences were found for

any of the items, which contradicts the hypothesis that
participation in a coeducational physical activity class may
be related to students' perceptions of whether gender
affects athletic ability.

This outcome is not surprising

because of the short amount of time that students actually
spent in these classes.

The possibility that students'

attitudes toward gender and athletic ability would change
significantly over one semester, meeting only three hours
per week,

seems to be minimal.

Table IX shows students' responses to the item "Do you
think men and women are equally capable of participating in
physical activities/sports?"

Both pre-exposure and post

exposure groups believe they are (85.5% and 79.2%,
respectively).

The lack of a significant difference between

the two groups suggests that the majority of students come
into physical activity classes with ideas of equal ability,
and their experience in these activities does not have an
overwhelming influence on their attitudes.
Both pre-exposure and post-exposure groups felt that
men and women are not equally respected in physical
activities/ sports (Table X:

87.8% and 87.5%,

TA B LE IX

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions of Equal Capability Between Women
and Men in Physical Activities/Sports by Exposure

PRE-EXPOSURE
YES
NO
TOTAL

POST-EXPOSURE

147

(85.5%)

114

(79.2%)

25

(14.5%)

30

(20.8%)

N=172

(100%)

N=T44

(100%)

TOTAL
261
(82.6%)
55
(17.4%)
N=316
(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

TABLE X
Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions o f Equal Respect Given to Men and Women
in Physical Activities/Sports by Exposure

PRE-EXPOSURE
YES
NO
TOTAL

21

(12.2%)

151

(87.8%)

N=172

(100%)

POST-EXPOSURE
18

(12.5%)

126

(87.5%)

N=144

(100%)

TOTAL
39
(12.3%)
277
(87.7%)
N=316
(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)
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respectively).

This suggests that although students feel

that gender does not affect athletic ability, they perceive
the treatment of male and female athletes to be unequal,
which suggests that they may recognize implications of the
socially constructed nature of sport.

The lack of a

significant difference between the two groups' responses may
be due to the fact that personal experience would not
necessarily be related to perceptions of how the media (and
others) present male and female athletes.
As Table XI shows,

students in both pre-exposure and

post-exposure groups were unsure of whether sports are
equally important to women and men.

In the pre-exposure

group, 48.2% believe that sports are equally important to
women and men while 47.9% of students in the post-exposure
group also believe this.

This confusion regarding men's and

women's relative interest is found when attitudes are
controlled for gender and structure of activity as well.
When asked to rate their ability in their particular
physical activity classes, both pre-exposure and post
exposure groups rated themselves as capable (Table XII, Item
1:

Means are 2.082 and 1.924, respectively).

There is no

significant difference between the responses from the two
groups, which suggests that the length of time students
spend in the class is not necessarily related to their level
of confidence.

TA B LE X I

Cross-tabulation o f Perceptions of Equal Importance o f Sports to Women
and Men by Exposure

PRE-EXPOSURE
YES
NO
TOTAL

POST-EXPOSURE

TOTAL

82

(48.2%)

69

(47.9%)

151
(48.1%)

88

(51.8%)

75

(52.1%)

163
(51.9%)

N=T70

(100%)

N=144

(100%)

N=314
(100%)

Differences are not statistically significant (Chi-square test o f significance)

TA B LE X II

Perceptions o f Whether Gender Affects Athletic Ability/Interest
Controlled by Exposure
M EAN SCORE
PERCEPTIONS

PRE-EXP.
(N=172)

POST-EXP
(N=144)

SIG.

1. H ow would you rate your ability in this
particular physical activity?

2.082

1.924

NS

2. Women and men are equally encouraged
by the instructor in this course/physical
activity.

1.185

1.145

NS

3. Men and women perform equally well in
this physical activity.

1.901

2.007

NS

4. Rate men’s and women’s relative
advantage in this activity.

2.448

2.445

NS

#1:
Capability levels l=very capable to 5=not capable at all
#2-3: Agreement levels l=strong agreement to 4=strong disagreement
#4:
Advantage levels l=men have a clear advantage to 5=women have a clear
advantage
NS=difference(s) is (are) not statistically significant (T-tests)
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Both pre-exposure and post-exposure groups strongly
agree with the statement "Women and men are equally
encouraged by the instructor in this course/physical
activity"

(Table XII, Item 2:

respectively).

Means are 1.185 and 1.145,

The lack of a significant difference between

the two groups' responses suggests that physical activity
instructors are supportive of their students regardless of
their gender, and this perception does not change over the
course of the semester.

While Table X shows that in

general, the relative treatment of men and women in sports
is considered problematic,

it is not in these physical

activity courses.
Item 3 in Table XII shows that pre-exposure and post
exposure groups agree with the statement "Men and women
perform equally well in this physical activity"
are 1.901 and 2.007, respectively).

(Mean scores

The difference between

the two groups' responses is not significant, which suggests
that students perceive men's and women's performances in
their particular activity as fairly comparable at both the
beginning and the end of the semester— exposure does not
seem to be a factor in these perceptions.
When asked to rate men's and women's relative advantage
in their particular physical activity classes, both pre
exposure and post-exposure groups felt that men have a
slight advantage (Table XII, Item 4:
and 2.445, respectively).

Mean scores are 2.448

This may reflect the fact that
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sport is constructed as a masculine domain, and physical
activities are assumed to come more easily to males than
females.

The lack of a significant difference between means

of the two groups again suggests that one semester may not
be an adequate amount of time to influence students'
perceptions of gender and athletic ability.
These findings do not affect the differences found
between males' and females' responses, but they may have
implications for the differences based on the structure of
the physical activity.

Because there is not a significant

difference in perceptions between the beginning and the end
of the semester groups,

it is possible that students who

chose to take cooperative classes already had more favorable
attitudes towards women's athletic abilities than did
students who chose to take competitive classes.

This

implication is not clear, however, so the possible
explanation of differences in perceptions between students
in cooperative and competitive classes should not be
discarded.

CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSIONS

What do these findings tell us about the social
construction of sport in the United States?

What do the

observed differences between men's and women's perceptions
tell us about how sports are organized?

What do the

differences between competitive and cooperative environments
indicate?

Why were so many egalitarian attitudes found

within this sample, despite the construction of sport as a
masculine domain?

Is participation in coeducational

physical activities irrelevant to attitudes regarding gender
and athletic ability?
The finding of significant differences between men's
and women's attitudes toward men's and women's relative
abilities seems to reflect the sex-segregation of sport.

By

being involved in different athletic environments, men and
women are exposed to different realities regarding physical
capability.

While male sports tend to support the idea of

male physical superiority,

female sports challenge this

notion, and thus the two environments foster opposing
attitudes about the influence of gender on athletic ability.
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The significant differences in responses between
competitive and cooperative physical activities suggest that
social context shapes perceptions, and lends credence to
feminist suggestions for a reconstruction of sport.

By

removing much of the competition and hierarchy from physical
activities,

it seems that both males and females gain more

confidence in their athletic abilities.

These conditions

also provide more of an opportunity for people who are not
necessarily the strongest, fastest, or biggest to succeed in
an athletic endeavor.

The fact that students in cooperative

physical activities are significantly more likely than
students in competitive classes to rate themselves as more
capable, strongly agree that men and women perform equally
well in their particular physical activities, and believe
that neither sex has an advantage in their particular
physical activities supports this assertion.
Feminist analyses of sport as a male domain suggest
that the construction of sport presents females as less
capable than males.

It would be expected, therefore, that

students would believe that men and women are not equally
capable of participating in physical activities/sports.
findings show the opposite trend:

The

although women are more

likely than men to believe in equal capability, the majority
of students report beliefs of equal capability between the
sexes when controlled for gender, structure of physical
activity, and exposure to coeducational physical activities.
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These findings suggest that the social context of an
educational environment may influence students' perceptions
regarding the social construction of sport.
a coeducational,

While being in

liberal arts university setting may not

create perceptions of complete equality,

it may be more

likely than a non-educational setting to foster ideas of
equal capability between men and women in a variety of
areas.

This may explain why students overwhelmingly believe

that men and women are equally capable but not equally
respected in sports/physical activities.

The beliefs that

students are exposed to while in an educational environment
may allow them to understand the trivialization of women in
sports to a greater extent than would non-students.

The

lack of consensus regarding men's and women's relative
interest in sports may reflect this also.

While people who

are not in an academic setting may assume that men are more
interested in sports because sport is presented as a
primarily male domain, students appear less likely to assume
this.
Messner's

(1992, 164) suggestion that exposure to

female athleticism may force males to alter their
perceptions regarding male/female difference was not
supported by this study.

A possible explanation for this

may lie with two major shortcomings in the survey:

(1) the

length of coeducational contact in physical activities was
only one semester (approximately 13 weeks, and for some
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classes, only about seven), for about three hours per week;
and (2) the respondents were at least 18 years of age (and
had thus had many opportunities to be socialized by parents,
the media, coaches, and peers regarding gender and athletic
ability).

Another reason for the lack of significant

differences is suggested by the finding that the majority of
students began their physical activity classes (pre
exposure) with beliefs about equality between males and
females.

Thus, they did not need the coeducational

experience in order to develop these perceptions.
There are several ways to study the impact of
coeducational physical activities on peoples' attitudes
toward gender and athletic ability.

One way would be to

examine children's sports teams, comparing coeducational
teams and single-sex teams.

This type of study would be

more complete because it would focus on children who had
coeducational experiences for extended periods of time, and
if the survey were of very young children, this sport
experience might be one of their first.

If this were the

case, the effects of socialization in college students'
attitudes would most likely be less pronounced in the
children.
Another group that could be studied is people on co-rec
(coeducational-recreational)

sports teams as compared to

people on single-sex recreational sports teams.

Although

these people might be older, they would have been involved
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in their coeducational activities/sports for a longer period
of time than the students surveyed here, and their attitudes
may have been affected by this time difference.

By studying

people involved in coeducational activities compared with
people involved in single-sex activities,

it is possible

that a more significant difference may emerge than in the
case of studying people at the beginning and at the end of
their coeducational athletic experience.
Studying a larger sample of people, both students and
non-students, may also provide more insight into the social
construction of sport.

By controlling for an educational or

non-educational environment,

it would be possible to see if

this does indeed affect perceptions of equality.
This thesis set out to explore the possible
relationship between coeducational athletic participation
and students' perceptions of whether and how gender affects
athletic ability.

Although no significant differences were

found between the pre-exposure and post-exposure groups,
gender of the participant and the type of physical activity
(competitive or cooperative) were found to have significant
relationships to some of the students' perceptions.

Women

and students involved in cooperative physical activities
were significantly more likely to perceive women as equally
capable as men when compared with males and students in
competitive physical activities.
personal experience

This indicates that

(at least in the case of females)

is
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somewhat related to attitudes toward women's abilities, and
that the structure of the physical activity is related to
these attitudes as well.
Although these variables were found to be significant
in this survey,

it is clear that more research should be

done in this area, especially regarding ways to support the
attitudes about equal capability that were found in this
study.

In order to make physical activities and sports

more inclusive of females, more research on how the
structure of physical activities and sport is related to
peoples' perceptions of women's and men's athletic ability
should be conducted.
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APPENDIX
SURVEYS ON PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND GENDER

SURVEY ON PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AMD GENDER
The following survey will be used aspart of a Master's thesis in Sociology. This thesis explores
the connection between gender and participation in physical activities.
Using a #2 pencil, please respond to the following by filling in the appropriatebubblecompletely.
Sex:

2.

Year of college:
CD first (freshman)

Male

CD second (sophomore) CD third (junior)

1st ___________________________________

CD fourth (senior)

CD fifth

3.

Major:

4.

Current Kinesiology Activities Course

5.

Do you think that men and women are equally capable of participating in physical activities/sports?

6.

In general, are women and men equally respected in physical activities/sports?

7.

Are sports equally important to women and men?

8.

How would you rate your level
CD 1
CD 2
CD 3
CD 4
CD 5

9.

How would you rate your ability in this particular physical activity?
CD 1 very capable
CD 2 somewhat capable
CD 3 capable
CD 4 not very capable
A
CD 5 not capable at all

iiiii
hiii
him

□

CD Female

1.

10. How would you rate your level
CD 1
CD 2
CD 3
CD 4
CD 5

2nd__________________________________

CD yes

CD yes

CD yes

CD no

CD no

CD no

of physical activity?
very active
somewhat active
active
not too active
not at all act ive

of enjoyment in this particular physical activity?
greatly enjoy
somewhat enjoy
enjoy
do not enjoy very much
do not enjoy at all

i
i

12. Men and women perform equally well in this physical activity.
CD 1 strongagreement
CD 2 agreement

i

13. The sex of the participants affects ability in this physical activity.
CD 1 strongagreement
CD 2 agreement
CD 3 disagreement

i

14. Because of my experience in this course, I believe that women are as capable as men in physical activities/sports.
CD 1 strong agreement
CD 2 agreement
CD 3 disagreement
CD 4 strong disagreement

mu

15. Rate this physical activity course.
CD 1 skill is the roost important factor
CD 2 skill is slightly more important than size/strength
CD 3 skill and size/strength are equally important
CD 4 size/strength is slightly more important than
skill
CD 5 size/strength is the most importantfactor determining performance
16. Rate men's and women's relative advantage in this activity.
CD 1 men have a clear advantage
CD 2 men have a slight advantage
CD 3 neither sex has an advantage
CD 4 women have a slight advantage
CD 5 women have a clear advantage

hi m

11. Women and men are equally encouraged by the instructor in this course/physical activity.
CD 1 strongagreement
CD 2 agreement
CD 3 disagreement

mil

Please rate statements 11 through 17 on the scales given. "Physical activity" should be interpreted as the
particular kinesiology activity course that you are currently taking.

17. Rate this physical activity
CD 1 the
CD 2 the
CD 3 the
CD 4 the
CD 5 the

CD 4 strong disagreement

CD 3 disagreement

CD 4 strong disagreement

CD 4 strong disagreement

on its relative emphasis on competition and cooperation.
activity is primarily competitive
activity is slightly more competitive
activity is equally competitive and cooperative
activity is slightly more cooperative
activity is primarily cooperative
Thank you for your help on this project!

(C)Copyright 1995,Col lege of William and Mary

Please respond to the following.
Feel free to continue your
responses on the bottom of this page if more space is
needed.
18.
Have your attitudes regarding women's athletic
abilities changed while taking this class?
Please explain.

19.
It is often argued that competitive sports are
beneficial because they prepare individuals for competition
in the "real world," and provide incentives for participants
to push themselves physically.
Cooperative physical
activities, on the other hand, are valued for their emphasis
on enjoyment of the activity itself, not who wins and loses.
Do you feel that sports/physical activities are more
enjoyable when they are cooperative or when they are
competitive?
Does one give you a better learning
experience?
Please explain.

Thank you for your help on this project.

SURVEY O N SPORTS A ND GENDER
The

f o l l o w i n g s u r v e y w i l l b e u s e d as p a r t o f a M a s t e r ' s t h e s i s i n S o c i o l o g y .

This thesis explores

the c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n g e n d e r a nd p a r t icipation in physical a c t i v i t i e s .
Using

a #2 p e n c i l ,

p l e a s e r e s p o n d t o th e f o l l o w i n g b y f i l l i n g i n t h e a p p r o p r i a t e b u b b l e c o m p l e t e l y .

1.

Sex:

(. 5 M a l e

2.

Year of college:

CD
3.

Female

L j

first

C

(freshman)

) second

CD

(sophomore)

1 s t ________________________________________________

Major:

4.

C u r r e n t K i n e s i o l o g y A c t i vities Course

5.

Do you

6.

In general,

third

(CD

(junior)

sports

a r e w o m e n a n d m e n e q u a l l y r e s p e c t e d in p h y s i c a l

Are

e q u a l l y important to women and men?

8.

How would you

rate y o u r general

a c t i v i t y l e vel

CD

(senior)

fifth

2 n d _______________________________________

t h i n k t h a t m e n a n d w o m e n ar e e q u a l l y c a p a b l e o f p a r t i c i p a t i n g

7.

fourth

CD) y e s

in p h y s i c a l

activities/sports?

activities/sports?

C D yes

CD

C D yes

(CD no

no

C D no

f o r the p r e v i o u s m o n t h ?

(Choose o n l y 1 a n s w e r from the A - B-C section b e l o w . )
A.

DO NOT
1

j

!.. ) 2
B.

PAR T I C I P A T E R E G U L A R L Y IN PROGRAMMED R E C REATION S P O R T O R HEA V Y

A v o i d walking or exertion
Walk

fo r pleasure,

PARTICIPATED REGULARLY
RIDING,

I

C.

)

3

34

Ov e r one

(occasionally exercise enough

GYMNASTICS,

T A B L E TEN N I S ,

BOWLING,

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY,

WEIGHT

TENNIS,

IN H E A V Y

RUNNING

HORSEBACK

Y A R D W O RK.

PHYSICAL EXERCISE S UCH A S R U N N I N G OR JOGGING,

SWIMMING,

CYCLING,

ROWING,

B A S K E T B A L L O R HANDBALL.

mi

t h a n o n e m i l e o r s p e n d les s t h a n 30 m i n u t e s

J6

R u n I to

S m i l e s p e r w e e k o r s p e n d 30 to 60 m i n u t e s p e r w e e k

7

per week

in c o m p a r a b l e

10 m i l e s p e r w e e k o r s p e n d o v e r

3 hours p e r week

mil

) 1
j

statements

week

in c o m p a r a b l e

in c o m p a r a b l e p h y s i c a l

activity
activity

physical

activity

activity

activity?

v e r y capable

2

somewhat

capable

; 3

capable

;4

not very capable

j

physical

in c o m p a r a b l e p h y s i c a l

R u n 5 t o 10 m i l e s p e r w e e k o r s p e n d 1 t o 3 h o u r s p e r

Run over

H o w w o u l d y o u r a t e y o u r a b i l i t y in t h i s p a r t i c u l a r p h y s i c a l

Please rate

perspiration)

I N P L A C E O R E N G A G I N G IN V I G O R O U S A E R O B I C A C T I V I T Y T Y P E E X B R C I S E S U C H A S

Run less

j

LIFTI N G ,

or

S U C H A S GOLF,

10 t o 60 m i n u t e s p e r w e e k

)5

)8

ofwalking)

to c a u s e h e a v y b r e a t h i n g

hour per week

PARTICIPATE REGULARLY

(

stairs

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY.

drive wh e n e v e r possible,in s t e a d

IN R E C R E A T I O N OR W O R K R B Q U IRING MODE S T

CALISTHENICS,

S K I P P I N G ROPE,

9.

use

(always u s e elevator,

5

n o t c a p a b l e at all

10 t h r o u g h

13 o n t h e s c a l e s gi v e n .

"Physical

activity"

s h o u l d be

i n t e r p r e t e d as th e

p a r t i c u l a r k i n e s i o l o g y a c t i v i t y c o u r s e t h a t y o u are c u r r e n t l y t aking.
10.

Women and men

i i mil

j

11.

12.

13.

Men

j

i n s t r u c t o r in t h i s c o u r s e / p h y s i c a l

2 agreement

a n d w o m e n p e r f o r m e q u a l l y well

in t h i s p h y s i c a l

j 1 strong agreement

J 2 agreement

Rate men's

Rate

a r e e q u a l l y e n c o u r a g e d b y the

1 strong agreement

this

and women's

physical

j

1

j

2

relative advantage

L.) 4 s t r o n g d i s a g r e e m e n t

3 disagreement

L ; 4 strong

activity.
j

in t h i s act i v i t y .

me n have a clear advantage
me n have a slight advantage

; 3

n e i t h e r s e x h a s an a d v a n t a g e

/ 4

w o m e n have a slight advantage

; 5

w o men have

a clear advantage

a c t i v i t y o n its r e l a t i v e e m p h a s i s o n c o m p e t i t i o n a n d c o o p e r a t i o n .

mu

the
the
the
the
the

activity
activity
activi ty
activity
activi ty

is
is
is
is
is

primarily competitive
slightly more competitive
equally competitive and cooperative
slightly more cooperative
primarily cooperative
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activity.

3 disagreement
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disagreement

Please respond to the following.
Feel free to continue your
responses on the bottom of this page if more space is
needed.
14.
It is often argued that competitive sports are
beneficial because they prepare individuals for competition
in the "real world," and provide incentives for participants
to push themselves physically.
Cooperative physical
activities, on the other hand, are valued for their emphasis
on enjoyment of the activity itself, not who wins and loses.
Do you feel that sports/physical activities are more
enjoyable when they are cooperative or when they are
competitive?
Does one give you a better learning
experience? Please explain.

15.
Given the choice, would you prefer to participate in
single-sex physical activities/sports or in coed physical
activities/sports?
Please explain.

Thank you for your help on this project!!!
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